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ABSTRACT
TWEETING TO AN EMPTY ROOM: A CASE STUDY OF THE RHETORICAL
STRATEGIES USED DURING THE EBOLA CRISIS
Mary S. Pritchard, M.A.
Department of English
Northern Illinois University, 2015
Dr. Jessica Reyman, Director
This thesis is a case study of the rhetorical strategies used on Twitter to communicate about
the Ebola crisis. A review of the literature provides background information on the intersection of
social media and crisis communication situations like Ebola. To analyze the rhetorical strategies in
the Ebola crisis on Twitter, a corpus of Tweets tagged with the hashtag #Ebola was collected during
a 24-hour time period from December 2, 2014 to December 3, 2014 using the web-based Twitter
analytics tool Tweet Archivist. The data was sorted by structural features, and a content analysis of
the tweets and URLs within the tweets was performed.
By examining data from the Ebola conversation during the time frame, a system of hierarchy
on Twitter was revealed that enables users to make use of structural features like hashtags, user
mentions, URLs, and images to leverage the power needed to communicate their messages to larger
audiences than they would otherwise be able to reach. These strategies can be used effectively and
ethically, but they can also be used for personal profit. This analysis discusses these strategies in both
lights in order to examine how an average user can responsibly use the structural features of Twitter
to communicate more effectively without crossing into the realm of spam or abuse.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

It hasn’t just been all over the news; it’s all over our news feeds—the presence of the Ebola
disease may be limited in the United States, but the public debate about this issue has been
widespread on social media. Whether it was an update on the latest survivor or fatality, a news article
about the history of the outbreak, or a message from a celebrity pledging their financial support
towards researching a vaccine, social media users have seen the impact of the increased attention
and increased discussion of this topic among citizens, public groups, and officials on social
networks. In fact, as of September 30, 2014, mentions of Ebola on Twitter had spiked from about
100 per minute to over 6,000 per minute (Luckerson 2014). Users across the globe are turning to
Twitter to share information with one another, spread awareness about the disease and its outbreak,
and even garner support to help research a vaccine or cure. With 41 percent of adults using social
media each day (Pew Online and Digital news, 2012), it is not surprising that social media sites like
Twitter are becoming influential in communicating information, spreading awareness, and
promoting causes or events.
However, social media, especially Twitter, can also be a challenge for users trying to promote
resources, engage support, or spread accurate information due to the ease at which users can spread
misinformation, or co-opt a conversation for their own purposes other than what is intended. This
challenge has become visible with the 2014 outbreak of Ebola in Africa, and the isolated cases that
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have occurred in the United States. The word of mouth nature of Twitter has allowed users to
retweet and share bad information about the spread of the virus across their social networks, much
like the spread of a real virus (Luckerson 2014). For example, Public Health officials in Iowa were
forced to release an official statement that dispelled the social media rumors that claimed Ebola had
arrived in the state, as seen in Figure 1.

Figure 1
Iowa Department of Public Health Tweet

Furthermore, the conversation that emerges when you look at #Ebola reveals the complex
hierarchies that exist on Twitter for individuals and organizations alike. While Twitter was created as
an open platform for all to use and communicate freely, the inherent sharing nature of the platform
gives privilege to those with more followers, more prestige, and a “verified” status by Twitter.
Twitter verification is “used to establish authenticity of identities of key individuals and brands on
Twitter,” (“FAQ about verified accounts,” 2015). Twitter states that they verify accounts on an
ongoing basis from a variety of fields including music, acting, fashion, government, politics, religion,
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journalism, media, sports, and business. You cannot request to be verified, and number of tweets
and number of followers does not factor into a user’s potential verification status (“FAQ about
verified accounts,” 2015). Writer and editor of Jane Magazine, Mandy Stadtmiller wrote an article
about her own experience with the Twitter verification process, and her written account provides an
inside look at the process that isn’t offered from Twitter. While Twitter’s language about the
verification process seems to be intentionally vague, perhaps to prevent people from understanding
and then beating their system for becoming verified, Stadtmiller provides a few insights into how to
increase the likelihood of becoming verified. According to her 2013 article, the Twitter verification
process can be influenced by an agent lobbying on a user’s behalf, purchasing advertising on Twitter,
networking with someone from Twitter, and working in a field that has a lot of contact or business
with Twitter (Stadtmiller, 2013).
These additional methods of getting the attention of the Twitter verification agents further
benefit those users who have the status and resources to network and pay for the connections
necessary to expedite the process. Furthermore, the intentional vagueness of Twitter’s own language
about the verification process, which does not mention any of these additional methods to improve
a user’s chance of becoming verified, implies that they do not want to provide users with the
information needed to increase their chances. This sets up a structure in which those “in the know”
are able to take some of the steps as Stadtmiller describes, such as getting an agent to lobby for
verification status on your behalf or purchase advertising from Twitter, while those who trust in
Twitter’s process without insider knowledge are left without any increased odds of becoming
verified. This is an example of one of the power structures within Twitter that benefits those with
knowledge, power, and resources, and limits the average user who is not as well connected.
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A message sent by a verified user with over a million followers will get shared more and read
more than a message sent by an unknown user with 100 followers—even if they both use the same
hashtag and participate in the same conversation. This discrepancy among users on Twitter
highlights the structure of this platform that gives more power to verified users by providing more
followers, a network of other verified users to help spread their messages, and a status that has more
weight than non-verified users. This power structure plays a role in how conversations like the
Ebola discussion play out. When sharing vital information that is important for the health of a
community or an individual is at the forefront of a conversation, the ability to spread your message
to a wide audience is a desired trait. When not all users in the conversation have the same levels of
power, due to verification status or number of followers, challenges arise in communicating their
messages effectively in this time of crisis.
As information and misinformation are spread across Twitter, users across the globe are
using hashtags to find details about this situation, spread relevant information to a larger audience,
or even to co-opt the hashtag to spread unrelated messages or links for personal gain or profit. The
body of tweets I have studied show how two different types of users make use of the structural
features on Twitter to satisfy their motivations and goals on Twitter related to the Ebola
conversation, and to operate and navigate within the power hierarchies on this social network.
Observing how the structural features of Twitter are used rhetorically to navigate these power
hierarchies in the case of the Ebola crisis conversation was the goal of this study.
For my study I have collected a body of tweets from December 2, 2014 to December 3,
2014 that all use the hashtag Ebola. Using the web-based Twitter tracking and analytics tool Tweet
Archivist, I collected and exported the data to a Microsoft Excel document where I was able to sort
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and analyze the data by structural feature. I choose to narrow my focus to English-language tweets
of two groups of users—top users and top influencers. Top users are users with the most tweets
from the time period tracked, and top influencers are users with the most followers from the time
period tracked, as defined by Tweet Archivist. I examined the tweets of the top users and top
influencers for frequency of URL usage and the use of additional hashtags, user mentions to observe
how they leverage the structural features of Twitter to get their message heard. I also performed a
content analysis to assess what type of URLs were shared and what their subject matter was, what
top hashtags and top words were used, and what types of tweets were sent by each group to observe
what purpose they had in tweeting.
My observations from this study indicate that top users encounter more challenges in
spreading their messages on Twitter, due to their inability to earn a verified status from Twitter, a
lower follower count, and a lack of name or brand recognition among the general public. These
factors set these users apart from the users who are verified, have large follower counts, and are
well-known brands, like Apple, Coke, or figures, such as President Obama, Katy Perry, or even a
prominent local news anchor, for example. These differences appear to create a contrast between
privileged Twitter users and less privileged users that result in the use of rhetorical strategies from
both groups to navigate in and around the challenges that the power structures within Twitter set
up.
Top users try to make up for the lack of name recognition and attempt to establish more
credibility for themselves by including URLs in their tweets that are relevant to current topics,
related to trending topics, and that mirror the messages that the lager brands and prominent
individuals are sending. These URLs add credibility to the top users due to their source, topic, or
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attribution from where it is retweeted or shared, such as the Twitter account of the Wall Street
Journal. Additionally, the top users leverage user mentions to call out to individuals and
organizations with the power to help them spread their messages, and hashtags to “switch” into
different communities besides that of the #Ebola conversation, in efforts to gain a larger audience.
Overall my analysis shows that for this body of data, the focus and type of message differs between
these two groups. Because these two groups are communicating different messages in different
ways, they seem to operate on Twitter with unique strategies, as they overcome challenges or take
advantage of the prestige and power they possess. This case study reveals an insight into some of
those strategies.
The literature I have reviewed to provide a background for this project will cover the
intersection of social media and crisis communication situations like Ebola. I begin with a brief
introduction of Twitter and its functional features. I then transition into how social media is used
for advocacy purposes in a time of crisis, including common strategies, goals, and what the main
benefits are of using these platforms. I examine several brief case studies in this section that
showcase effective use of social media in crisis communication and political protests. I also discuss
the inherent challenges of using social media to disseminate information from a technological
perspective, a privacy perspective, and the perspective of social media being passive, or encouraging
“slacktivism.” Finally, I turn to the use of hashtags in crisis communication. It is here that my
project will add to the existing body of knowledge about the structural features involved in one form
of social media, and how they are leveraged to gain power, prestige, and to achieve their social media
goals of spreading their message further, gaining a larger audience, or in some cases, abusing Twitter
to deceive audiences for the sake of profit.

CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW

In my review of the literature for this project, I have organized my discussion around several
key areas. First, I will briefly describe Twitter and its functionality, as well as how hashtags are used,
in order to provide background for the following research and analysis. Next, I will look at how
social media is used for different purposes, like crisis communication, including a discussion of
motivations and strategies for using these platforms. I will also examine some of the successes and
challenges that occur with using social media to disseminate a message or achieve a goal, including
slacktivism and the spread of misinformation on social networks. Finally, I will look at the
intersection of crisis communication, online advocacy, and a few specific instances of hashtag use on
social media for campaigns or global conversations.

Welcome to Twitter

Twitter is a micro-blogging site that allows you, in 140 characters or less, to “connect with
your friends—and other fascinating people; get in-the-moment updates on the things that interest
you; and watch events unfold, in real time, from every angle,” (“The story of a tweet,” 2014).
According to Twitter’s “Story of a Tweet,” they have 271 million monthly active users that send
over 500 million Tweets per day (2014). More interestingly, 78 percent of those users are accessing
Twitter on their mobile devices, and 77 percent of their total users are living outside of the U.S
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(“Story of a Tweet,” 2014). These two statistics are a crucial part of what makes Twitter such a
unique platform for communicating information to users instantly, in the palm of their hand, and
across the world. As Twitter has evolved from its inception in 2007(“Story of a Tweet,” 2014), it
continues to be harnessed by individuals, organizations, corporations, and groups of users
worldwide to spread messages, raise awareness, and organize collective action.

Functionality of Twitter

Messages on Twitter are called Tweets. Tweets are “an expression of a moment or an idea…
[they] can contain text, photos, and videos,” (“Story of a Tweet,” 2014). You can favorite a tweet to
show the author that you like what they said; you can reply to their message to enter a conversation
with the author; or, you can retweet their message to your own list of followers to spread their tweet
to a larger audience. Tweets you send, retweets, or replies show up on your timeline. Hashtags are
used within tweets to assign a category or a topic to a tweet. You can click on a hashtag and find a
comprehensive list of tweets related to that topic or category. For example, tweets that contain
#worldcup are only about the topic of the World Cup. The people who choose to follow your
Twitter account are your followers, but you do not need a Twitter account, or to officially follow a
Twitter user, to read their tweets.
The screen capture in figure two shows an example tweet from the United Nations. In this
tweet, the United Nations makes use of the hashtags #Ebola and #EbolaResponse to tag the
conversation for those following the Ebola discussion; they tag the World Health Organize in the
beginning to attribute their source (@WHO), and they include a link to their original source
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material. This screen capture in Figure 2 also shows how many times the tweet has been retweeted
and marked as “favorite” by users.

Figure 2
Example of a Tweet Using Hashtags, @replies, and URLs

Hashtag Use on Twitter

One of the functional features of Twitter, the hashtag, began as a way for users to categorize
tweets (“Using Hashtags on Twitter,” 2014), and also show what topics are trending. Topics become
trending when the algorithm Twitter created identifies that a topic is being talked about more in that
particular moment than it was before. For this reason, trending topics change from hour to hour and
location to location. You can look at trending topics worldwide or locally and these trends often
present glimpse into what events are occurring in real time. A study done by Pew Research Lab
states that mobile devices and social networking sites, like Twitter, have surpassed traditional online
search engines, like Google, in popularity (“Online and Digital News”, 2012). While just three
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percent of their surveyed public say they get their news from Twitter specifically (“Online and
Digital News,” 2012), it is likely that using hashtags as a search tool on this social networking site to
find information related to events, breaking news stories, and even the local weather is becoming
more common than searching for traditional links to news articles through a search engine.
Some of the structural features of Twitter, such as the hashtag, allow it to be used effectively
as a broadcasting platform. Hashtags allow users to connect to each other on a topical basis and
spread their content to the public (Brenner, 2014). Other structures of Twitter, such as user
mentions, enhance the one-to-one conversations possible on this social network. These different
types of conversations are important to look at when examining a specific conversation, such as the
Ebola crisis, in order to assess what types of conversations are occurring—broadcast updates to
many or conversations between individuals or groups. The connectivity patterns of Twitter users
have been studied to determine what predictable types of conversations appear on this social
network. In a 2014 study by Brenner, they describe several patterns of conversation that are
identifiable on Twitter : polarized crowds that have differing opinions about a topic; crowds
centralized around a topic they agree on; crowds gathered around a person or celebrity; crowds
arising from breaking news, and uniquely, crowds around global news; and support networks
(Brenner, 2014). These communities are made possible due to the form, function, and rhetorical use
of hashtags. Now that we’ve explored the function and purpose of Twitter, we can explore how
social media is used for online advocacy efforts.
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Benefits of Social Media Communication

Overall, social media strategies are used by organizations and individuals to strengthen
existing communication and advocacy efforts (Obar et al., 2012; Waters, Burnett, Lamm & Lucas,
2009; Damberger, 2013), and create feedback loops with users (Obar et al., 2012; Miller, 2010).
Social media is used to help extend the reach for users; to send their messages further out into the
community and to connect individuals to each other, or back to an organization, in a meaningful
way (Obar et al., 2012; Damberger, 2013). Being able to spread your message to a larger audience
helps strengthen your cause, and in turn benefits your cause with more members, a more educated
audience, more awareness, and more support(Curtis et al., 2009). The American Red Cross, for
example, uses Facebook, Twitter, videos, and blogs to recruit volunteers, develop and maintain
relationships with their supporters, educate the community on issues and disaster preparedness, and
engage with the media (Briones, Kuch, Liu & Jin, 2011).
Social media also provides a sometimes more direct route to get in contact with an
organization or an individual. The American Red Cross reported that they are now receiving press
releases via Twitter rather than through email or fax, as they used to (Briones et al., 2011). In a
survey of 53 advocacy groups by Obar et al., one hundred percent of their respondents admitted to
using social media to engage on a one-to-one basis with their constituents on a daily basis (2012).
This one-on-one approach is extremely helpful in situations like the Ebola outbreak, for instance,
when citizens need health information quickly and don’t know who to contact. If they know that
someone on Twitter will respond within minutes, this platform becomes a valuable means of
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communication and information for the organization and the individual. In this way, social media
tools allow users to achieve their advocacy goals efficiently and effectively (Obar et al., 2012).
While fundraising experts have previously emphasized that social media is not an effective
means of solicitation (Miller, 2010), using social media to make direct asks to support a cause,
organization, or to help aid relief after a crisis, for example, may be on the rise as more users adopt
the strategies available to them through social media (Waters et al., 2009; Nah & Saxton, 2013). The
reliance on donors for support, rather than on governmental funding, may contribute to the
frequency that an advocacy group will use social media as a platform for fundraising efforts (Nah &
Saxton, 2013). Instant purchase options are being developed for both Twitter and Facebook—a
function that can be adopted to allow one-click donations in fundraising efforts for a variety of
causes and advocacy efforts.(Jain, 2014). This technology is being used on Facebook already, as of
October 2014, during a push by Facebook to encourage their users to donate to the Ebola crisis.
This technology opens doors for social media platforms, such as Twitter, as another resource for
users to encourage their followers to support them instantly.

Social Media in Crisis Situations

Social media can also be used in more specialized advocacy situations, such as in crisis
communication, for protests, for political campaigns, or for breaking news. Twitter has been used
effectively on both global and local levels to inform people about emergencies, disasters, and
breaking news, and has been effectively used to mobilize support in those communities, raise money
for those suffering, and provide relief to those areas (Bowdon, 2014). A study of tweets about
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natural disasters from individuals and organizations across Twitter revealed that tweets had more
positive emotions than traditional news sources and were thus better at mobilizing users for support
and action (Bowden, 2014). Additionally, the nature of the tweets studied was more episodic, or
occurring chronologically rather than being grouped by theme or topic, and were very brief and
timely (Bowden, 2014). This makes sense given Twitter’s chronological form and 140-character limit
for messages, but it also underscores what makes Twitter so valuable as a source of information for
disaster communication. Individuals in a time of a disaster are searching for short, real-time updates
about what is happening now—the brief, episodic nature of Twitter is ideal for this kind of
communication, rather than a news article updated every 20 minutes. This also makes hashtags more
valuable, since someone could search a hashtag for a situation, such as #hurricanekatrina, and see all
of the tweets for that tag grouped together, rather than scrolling endlessly through their own feed to
pick them out.
Some of the basic benefits of using social media for emergencies and disasters are the same
reasons social media is beneficial in general for both organizations and individuals: timeliness,
efficiency, speed of delivery, ability to reach a large audience, its collaborative nature, ability to
collect support, and a platform to transmit the latest news (Bowden, 2014). The potential drawback
to using social media for crisis communication is that people tend to rely on official news sources
for the most legitimate information (Bowden, 2014; Schultz, Utz & Goritz 2011), and the potential
for spreading inaccuracies or panic alongside fact (Luckerson, 2014). Organizations and individuals
alike on Twitter are combating this impression by including links to news articles in their tweets with
the latest updates—an interesting blend of social media and news media (Schultz et al., 2011).
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The Challenges of Social Media Communication

Organizations or individuals using social media to disseminate information, messages, or
help achieve their goals can face challenges alongside the numerous benefits. Some of these
challenges include privacy issues on social media platforms, the spread of misinformation that can
infect a social media audience and the negative connotation of Slacktivism, or internet activism.

Privacy Control

One challenge organizations may face when using social media for advocacy purposes is that
the goals of the for-profit, privatized platforms of sites like Twitter and Facebook can be at odds
with the goals of users with advocacy goals, both at the individual and organizational level (Youmans
& York, 2012). As social media sites change their data usage policies, users may be unaware of how
their information or posts on the site are being collected or used (Youmans & York, 2012; Reyman,
2013). Globally, authoritarian states are becoming more technologically savvy in learning how to
monitor users’ social media activity, from tracking users’ searches to reading emails, to looking at
what groups or pages you like or follow on Facebook or Twitter (Youmans & York, 2012; Reyman,
2013).
Additionally, censorship of social media sites can occur in certain countries where
government control of internet usage is extreme or freedom of speech is limited (Damberger, 2013).
Censorship of social media sites complicates their ability to be used as a platform for supporters or
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activists globally. If you are encouraging followers from across the globe to “like” or follow your
page to receive updates about your cause or organization, this raises questions about what
information you are asking them to willingly submit and to whom. If a platform that was once used
for mobilizing collective action among individuals is now being used to gather intelligence against
activists or spread propaganda (Youmans & York, 2012), then the activities of nonprofit
organizations and their users on social media alike are threatened.

Spread of Misinformation

Social media, especially Twitter, can be challenging for organizations seeking to achieve
advocacy goals online because of its use by individuals to spread misinformation alongside accurate
information. This challenge has become more visible with the fall 2014 outbreak of Ebola in West
Africa, and the isolated cases that have occurred in the United States. Since September 30, 2014,
mentions of Ebola on Twitter have spiked from about 100 per minute to over 6,000 per minute
(Luckerson, 2014). The word of mouth nature of Twitter has caused users of Twitter to retweet and
share bad information, such as inaccurate facts about how it is spread, or what areas the disease is
present in, across their social networks, much like the spread of a real virus (Luckerson, 2014). This
spread of misinformation is common on the decentralized nature of Twitter, which allows users to
spread messages widely across communities. This same property of Twitter is what allows for this
social networking platform to be harnessed by individuals and organizations alike to achieve their
advocacy goals. This demonstrates the importance in a situation like the Ebola outbreak for
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organizations and individuals to be timely with their messages and responses to crises so that it is
accurate information that is being disseminated and not misinformation.

Slacktivism

Finally, an additional challenge salient to social media users achieving their advocacy goals is
what has been referred to as “slacktivism,” or internet-based and superficial support of a cause that
makes the citizen feel good but does not affect a lot of real change (Youmans & York, 2012; Skoric,
n.d.; Damberger, 2013; Vie, 2014; Christensen, 2011). Slacktivism has also been called internet
activism, micro-activism, Facebook or Twitter activism, and even hashtag activism (Skoric, n.d.;
Christensen, 2011). All of these inherently derogatory names point to the underlying concern that a
user’s participation in social media to support a cause may lessen their actual interest, awareness, or
participation in a particular organization, cause, or event. As organizations and citizens turn to
social media to raise awareness, support, or funds for a cause, these negative connotations are a
concern.
However, an analysis of slacktivism and online advocacy from 2011 found that online
advocacy and advocacy acts offline, such as volunteering or donating, were not mutually exclusive
(Christensen, 2011). In fact, it may be that new supporters to a cause are more likely to participate
in collective action offline once they make a step to support a cause online, first (Damberger, 2013).
Further proof is found in Vie (2014), where she argues in her research on the Human Rights
Campaign that their use of memes on social media constitutes an example of digital advocacy that
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translates awareness building into citizen action (2014). Often this is because moving the advocacy
act online lowers the threshold enough for previously unmotivated individuals to be willing to
participate. While they were not previously aware, or willing to seek out information about a cause,
when it is presented to them easily through social media, they are willing to engage and become
looped in as advocates for future participation offline (Damberger, 2013).
Another case study worth examining is the ALS Ice Bucket Challenge, gaining news
attention in the summer of 2014 with their call to action for individuals to dump a bucket of ice
water over their heads or donate to the ALS Association—or both—and challenge three friends to
do the same. The campaign could be categorized as a classic example of slacktivism at work, as the
social media world endured week upon week of videos of funny, embarrassing videos of individuals
and prominent figures alike dousing themselves with buckets of icy water. It seemed more like a
narcissist game than a chance to get involved in an undoubtedly worth cause. And yet, as a
September 2014 Forbes article about the challenge aptly states—it’s hard to argue with the success
of the campaign when you look at the numbers (Diamond, 2014). Over $100 million was raised as of
September 2014, when the momentum of the campaign was finally starting to trickle (Diamond,
2014). For comparison, as the Forbes article points out, when LiveStrong Foundation began selling
their iconic yellow bracelets in 2004 for $1, it took them a full year just to reach the $50,000 mark
(Diamond, 2014). This shows the impact of social media on advocacy efforts, especially in a
fundraising and awareness campaign. With ALS seeing a 3500 percent increase in donations from
2013 (Diamond, 2014), it is evident that both awareness and active participation from supporters has
increased.
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Hashtag Conversations and Campaigns on Social Media

When looking at slacktivism as a challenge to social media communications in crisis or
advocacy situations, a reoccurring theme is the use of hashtags in these social media advocacy
campaigns. While the ALS Ice Bucket Challenge was viewed mostly on Facebook, videos were still
shared on Twitter accompanied by the hashtag #ALSIceBucketChallenge. Hashtags also became an
important rhetorical tool in the discussions that occurred on Twitter during the 2009 healthcare
reform debate in the United States. Hashtags were used primarily in this discussion to share
resources with multiple communities through a process called switching (Jones, 2014). Switching
occurred when multiple hashtags were applied to a single tweet, thus allowing one community, or
group of users, to find the resources or information of another community that they would not
normally be connected to (Jones, 2014).
Hashtags also help lesser known causes gain notoriety thanks to the large numbers of media
personnel who both use and pay attention to Twitter. For this reason, people often start these
hashtag campaigns to bring awareness to an issue that isn’t otherwise on the radar of the media. One
example of this from August 2014 is the #IfTheyGunnedMeDown hashtag campaign. This
campaign came on the tails of the fatal shooting of Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, and the
debates that followed about racial profiling. In this form of online protest, users post pairs of
photographs of themselves, alongside the hashtag #IfTheyGunnedMeDown, asking the question:
“If I was shot tomorrow, which photo would the media choose to air?” (Poniewozik, 2014). This is
an example of a form of awareness and advocacy where hashtags play two roles: they are both
literally asking the question within the hashtag language, and also categorizing the posts for the
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campaign so it can be tracked and followed. This dual nature of hashtags is what makes them so
versatile for advocacy groups of all kinds, as seen in this instance. While the hashtag
#IfTheyGunnedMeDown operates both as an example of advocacy and media criticism, it
showcases the power that hashtags have as rhetorical tool.
Since the height in popularity of this example, this hashtag has been co-opted by users for
purposes other than its original intention—an inherent challenge with hashtags that gain popularity.
In the case of the Ebola outbreak, hashtags have been used to track the progress of the disease in
increasing numbers. According to an article from Time online on October 7, 2014, the number of
tweets mentioning the world Ebola was over 10.5 million during the three-week time period of
September 16 through October 6, 2014. These tweets are coming from all around the world,
especially in Liberia, where more than 2,000 people have lost their lives to the disease, but the
majority of the tweets are originating from the United States (Luckerson, 2014). Similar to the
#IfTheyGunnedMeDown hashtag, the #Ebola hashtag is also susceptible to being co-opted by
groups or users for other purposes.
For example, according to a CNN article from November 11, 2014 that describes how the
Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) is using popular hashtags in the news, such as Ebola and the
World Cup to disseminate polished recruiting videos targeted towards young adults and westerners
(Perez et. all, 2014). Co-opting trending topics and popular hashtags is allowing groups like ISIS
more power to spread their message to more people and more places. An example of this type of
co-opting of hashtags to gain more audience and more power behind their messages from the data
set of this study can be seen from the user @healthyworld24. Figure three shows a screen capture of
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a tweet from this user that uses the #Ebola hashtag to join the conversation and gain more eyes on
their health website to increase traffic and potential advertising revenue.

Figure 3
Screen Capture Showing an Example of Co-opting Ebola Hashtag for Personal Gain

Of the links posted in the tweet, only one is about Ebola, while the other two are about
unrelated diseases, and the tweet itself acts as a draw more for their website in general than about
Ebola information specifically. This is an example of a user taking advantage of a national
conversation to gain more attention for their own purposes. The existence of users, like
@Healthyworld24, who abuse the strategies of Twitter for personal gain are considered spam users,
and are a reality when dealing with trending topics like #Ebola that reach a global audience. The size
and scope of the audience for this conversation is appealing to those who may want to capitalize on
their ability to communicate to such a large group of people.
By examining the situation of the Ebola outbreak and its discussion on Twitter, I have
observed how the structural features on Twitter are leveraged by different types of users to
disseminate messages, increase reach, navigate, and sometimes abuse, the power hierarchies on this
social media platform. The Ebola outbreak is an instance of a crisis communication situation that
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provides opportunities for advocacy on social media as well as raises challenges for those who seek
to use this tool. It is this blend of opportunities and challenges that have provided unique material
for my analysis. I hope my observations will prove to be useful for future organizations and
individuals in times of crisis and communication situations where individuals and organizations alike
need to navigate within the confines of Twitter’s power landscapes, and will provide a useful
foundation for further academic discussion on spam behaviors in social media.

CHAPTER THREE
METHODS

This project analyzed a body of data collected from December 2, 2014 to December 3, 2014
by tracking the hashtag #Ebola through the web-based Twitter analytics tool Tweet Archivist. This
program logs all tweets attached to a hashtag you define and collects the data in a user-friendly
interface with downloadable excel files, as well as some pre-populated charts and information on top
users, top influencers, top hashtags, top URLs, geographical data, and more. An exported version of
the tweets collected in a Microsoft Excel file from this time period—over 20,000—allowed for
manual manipulation and analysis as needed, in addition to the pre-calculated lists, charts, and tables
Tweet Archivist populates with the data. All non-English language tweets were removed from the
data set, leaving 16,528 tweets.
The data set was further winnowed to include only those tweets from two groups: top users
and top influencers. Top users are defined by Tweet Archivist as users who sent the most tweets
during that time period. Top influencers are the users whose tweets have the most reach, as
determined by their number of followers. The first ten top users and top influencers were chosen to
create the body of tweets for this project. The number of tweets from the top 10 users was 1,079
and the number of tweets from the top influencers was 20, equaling a total body of tweets of 1,099,
an appropriate number given the manual level of analysis and sorting of this project. Examining the
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tweets from these two groups allowed for a comparison of how two different known types of users
use Twitter to communicate about a topic like Ebola.
A content and structural analysis was performed of the types of links, hashtags, and
messages these two groups of users strategically employed in their Twitter communications. This
type of analysis shows what the aims of these two groups are in tweeting about Ebola during this
time period, what types of audiences they hope to reach, and provides a view into how using Twitter
is a different experience for each of the two types of users. Looking at the users that comprise each
group provides a lens to examine the legitimacy of the types of accounts that are considered top
users and top influencers in the Ebola conversation. This is important because Twitter plays a key
role in shaping public opinions and disseminating news and information. By looking at how the
most influential and widespread Twitter users communicate in a conversation like Ebola, we can
observe how users with more influence and power on Twitter are set up to succeed and are able to
spread their messages more effectively, and how the average user can strategically use the structural
features of Twitter to overcome the challenges of spreading their message to a larger audience that
they may not have access to otherwise.
The strategies that top ten users employ to navigate the power relationships on Twitter in
order to increase the reach of their messages were studied were studied. Examining the frequency
and subject matter of the URLs used, the hashtags used, and the incorporation of user mentions
showed top users take advantage of the structural aspects of Twitter to increase their audience base
or the reach of their message. The use of these same techniques was examined among the top
influencers to discuss the differences in how these two types of users operate on Twitter. A
discussion of the difference between average top users and spam users is included to differentiate
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between the effective use of the strategies on Twitter and the abuse of these strategies for personal
gain or profit.
A content analysis of the tweets from these two groups shows what types of conversations
each group is having about Ebola during this 24-hour window, what types of tweets they are
sending, and what conclusions can be drawn from this. Each link included in the body of tweets
was followed to its source to assess the subject matter of the webpage. These subject matters were
then sorted into categories that described the major topics of all of the links. These topic groups
provide a window into the content of the tweets each type of user is sending and the frequency of
each type of conversation.
Additionally, the frequency of top URLs, top words, and top hashtags among both groups
was examined. These three lists were generated by Tweet Archivist from the entire corpus of tweets
collected from #Ebola on December 2, 2014 to December 3, 2014. All three top lists were
generated by the number of times each URL, word, or hashtag appears in the body of tweets. Crossreferencing these top lists with the tweets from the selection of data from the top users and top
influencers allows one to draw conclusions about their use of trending hashtags, popular links, and
common messages discussed in their tweets. This provides insight into whether the users from both
groups are sending messages that are similar or divergent to the links, topics, and hashtags that the
majority of Twitter users engaged in the Ebola conversation are using.
Finally, the analysis of the structural features present in the tweets of each group was used to
categorize the data into types of tweets, as described by Jones in his 2013 study of the 2009
healthcare debate on Twitter. These categories describe the motivations behind a particular tweet
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and show insight into why each group is sending out messages during this time period and about
this topic. This discussion reveals further insight into the motivations for why and how each group
operates on Twitter.
The observations from this research study can be applied beyond the Ebola situation.
Leaders and individuals in future crisis communication situations can learn from discussion here
about how different types of users—average users, spam users, and influential users— strategically
operate within the internal power hierarchies on Twitter to maximize the reach of their messages,
potentially abuse the system for personal profit, and effectively communicate. Furthermore, they will
be able to assess what types of tweets are appealing to their audiences and have the power to
become wide-spread during issues of local, national, or international crisis.

CHAPTER FOUR
FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS

Who Are the Top Users and Top Influencers?

To better understand how these two groups use Twitter for different purposes, it is
important to look at what kind of individuals and organizations make up both the top users and top
influencers.

Table 1
List of Top Users and Top Influencers
Top 10 Users by Number of Tweets
Name of User
Number
Number
of Tweets of
in 24
followers
hour
period
@EbolaFiles
352
N/A
@hot10news
192
531
@EbolaPhone
122
2,109
@Healthyworld24 104
2,040
@Ebolatrends
52
432
@News_LNK
51
1,758
@EnEfectivoBlog 49
34,600
@alexvallenilla
49
6,734
@apo_source
48
4,041

Top 10 Influencers by Number of Followers
Name of User
Number of Number of
Tweets in
Followers
24 hour
time
period
@NYTimes
1
14,181,247
@BBCWorld
4
8,063,471
@WhiteHouse 3
5,510,663
@Mashable
1
4,783,433
@BBCNews
1
3,464,301
@UNICEF
1
3,351,500
@WEF
1
2,257,162
@WHO
2
1,847,018
@CoryBooker 1
1,502,214
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Table 1 details the top ten users and the top ten influencers, in order according to their rank
from Tweet Archivist. Listed next to each account name is the number of tweets and the number of
followers. The number of tweets is what determines the ranking for the top users, so these counts
are significantly higher than for the influencer group. Conversely, the number of followers for the
top influencers doesn’t fall below 1.5 million; whereas the largest follower count among the top
users is 34,000. These types of numbers show the power that the top influencers have to spread
their messages. As a group, they sent far fewer tweets during this time period compared to the top
users, but the tweets they did send were able to reach a larger audience.

Figure 4
Screen Capture of a Tweet from the White House on December 2, 2014

For example, the White House only tweeted three times in the 24-hour time period of
December 2, 2014-December 3, 2014, even though President Obama gave a speech about the
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progress of battling Ebola during this time period. Yet, those three tweets were able to travel to an
audience of over 14 million people. One of those tweets, shown in the screenshot in Figure 4, was
also shared by 154 users, increasing its reach even further.
In contrast, a similar tweet about Obama’s December 2, 2014 speech on Ebola from
@EnEfectivoBlog, one of the top users, did not receive any shares from other users, as seen in
Figure 5.

Figure 5
Screen Capture of a tweet from En Efectivo Blog about President Obama’s December 2 Speech

However, this top user did tweet about Obama’s speech eight different times during the
recorded 24 hour time period—a different strategy to increase the reach of this message among its
smaller follower base. This characterizes the inherent difference between the communication
strategies among the top user and top influencer group—top influencers can tweet once to a large
built-in audience of followers, while top users feel the need to tweet the same message repeatedly to
gain a larger audience beyond their more limited follower base.
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Spambot or Real User?

Twitter bots are computer programs that tweet automatically through Twitter’s wide-open
application programming interface, or A.P.I. Anyone who knows how to manipulate the A.P.I can
create a Twitter bot to tweet about a variety of topics—there is currently a Twitter bot named
@big_ben_clock that posts updates every hour on the hour consisting of the number of “bongs”
that correspond to the time of day, (Duddin, 2013). However, the dark side to these more creative
Twitter bots are spam bots that advertise, push URLs, or try to sell something to you. When looking
at the chart in Figure 2, one account from the top users appears to be no longer active and has been
suspended; this may lead you to wonder if it was flagged as a spam bot. This account, @EbolaFiles,
tweeted 352 times in a 24-hour period, the most tweets of all of the top ten users. This user tweeted
on average once every three minutes, however, which is below the standard for identifying spam
bots, according to a New Yorker article about spam bots from November 2013, which states
tweeting more than once every two minutes can flag your account as spam (Dubbin, 2013). Twitter’s
official stance on spam from their “Twitter Rules” support page states that “you may not use the
Twitter service for the purpose of spamming anyone, …[and] what constitutes spamming will evolve
as we respond to new tricks and tactics by spammers(“Twitter Rules,” 2014). Twitter lists several
factors that contribute to being labeled as spam, including the following: posting many updates with
links rather than personal content; posting duplicate content; posting unrelated updates to a trending
or popular topic using a hashtag; if you send a large number of unsolicited @replies or mentions;
posting misleading links; and aggressively retweeting or favoriting others’ content (“Twitter Rules,”
2014).
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Additionally, bots aren’t the only ones who can produce spam. Regular users can regularly
post content that, on one end of the spam scale, is simply viral advertising for personal profit or
gain, and on the extreme end, is abusive of Twitter’s purpose, deceptive to the audience, and
unethical. This second type of spam, produced by a user for personal gain, has more room for
interpretation in its definition. Since the motivations behind why a user might need to spam its
audience with a certain message can vary widely, being able to identify a user that is producing spam
is not as definitive as identifying a spam bot through frequency of tweets, for example.
For the purpose of this research, I have created my own definitions of spam users and spam
bots based on their activity and types of messages they are sending. There appears to be two users
among the top ten users that created a spam account about Ebola with the sole purpose of entering
into the global conversation in order to gain their 15 minutes of fame. These two users are
@Ebola_Safety and @EbolaFiles. They do not share any original content, but retweet links from
other Twitter accounts that contain the hashtag #Ebola. This type of behavior indicates that they
were on a mission to create an aggregate account based on the hashtag #Ebola and used this
hashtag to curate content from across Twitter. The user @EbolaFiles, while tweeting 353 times
during the collection period, posted updates on a wide variety of topics relating to Ebola, and only
ten of the links posted lead to now-deleted content. Considering Twitter’s definition of spam, this
account used retweets in 46 percent of their tweets; URLs in only 24 percent of their tweets, and
never included a user mention. It is possible this account was flagged for spam-like behavior after
the collection period, or that the frequency of updates, while below the one per two minute mark,
still caught the attention of the spam-detection team.
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In terms of this analysis, however, the data seems to support the conclusion that this
particular account is not a spam bot, but rather a user trying to gain personal attention and
popularity by joining in the conversation around on a news trend and creating an account that caters
to a specific audience interested in the topic of Ebola. The concentration and focus on posting
relevant content about Ebola supports this idea. The content they are tweeting, then, is relevant and
newsworthy, but it is posted at a high frequency. Additionally, it does not contain any original
content and the accounts do not engage in any one-on-one conversations with other users. Any
instance of user mentions is for the purpose of gaining attention for their Twitter account or related
webpage, rather than for the use of conversational or attributive tagging.
In this case, these users’ accounts are not connected to a webpage or blog of their own, so
their tweeting does not appear to be click-baiting to increasing traffic and drive income to
advertisers. Rather, these users appear to be aggressively using some of the same techniques an
average user can make use of to gain more audience members on Twitter, but for the purpose of
gaining more attention to themselves rather than for their surface message that contains information
or news articles about the Ebola crisis. This unethical use of these methods amidst the Twitter
conversation of #Ebola is what flags these two users as spam users by my definition. While not
“bots”, these humans are still unethically abusing Twitter to capitalize on a crisis like Ebola. This
type of behavior is not uncommon on Twitter, where hashtags and entire user names are created to
follow the trend of what is currently in the news or in the spotlight of national attention.
There are also two users from the top ten that appear to be more traditional spam bots
accounts, created to generate advertising revenue for their corresponding pre-existing websites.
These two users, @healthyworld24 and @hot10news are the Twitter accounts for two websites, an
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alternative health website and an alternative news website, respectively. These two websites are likely
using their Twitter accounts to help monetize and advertise for their websites, using traditional spam
bot techniques such as click-baiting to entice audiences interested in the Ebola conversation to click
on links that lead them back to their web pages. While both @healthyworld24 and@ hot10news did
tweet links about Ebola, these links led to their own websites and the information was likely
generated to increase traffic and revenue to their websites, rather than to increase awareness or
spread legitimate information about Ebola. Table 2 shows a breakdown of the top users, their
classification as spam users, spam bots, or regular users, and the identifying characteristics that have
labeled them as such.

Table 2
Top User Categorizations of Spam Bots, Spam Users, and Regular Users
User Name
@healthyworld24
@hot10news
@Ebola_safety

Spam Spam Regular
User? Bot? User?
Yes
Yes
Yes

@EbolaFiles

Yes

@EbolaPhone

Yes

@EbolaTrends

Yes

@News_Lnk

Yes

@EnEfectivoBlog

Yes

@Alvallenilla

Yes

@APOSource

Yes

Characteristic of User Behavior
Click-baiting to own website
Click-baiting to own website
No original content; only retweets;
created for Ebola trend
No original content; only retweets;
created for Ebola trend
Engages one-on-one with users;
creates original content
Tweets are original content, not just
retweets
Tweets are original content, not just
retweets
Tweets are original content, not just
retweets
Tweets are original content, not just
retweets
Tweets are original content, not just
retweets
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The presence of spam users and spam bots is a reality on Twitter, not an anomaly, especially
in the world of trending topics and hashtags. Users taking advantage of a trending topic like #Ebola
for profit and personal gain is a risk of using social media for crisis communication and legitimate
debate or information spreading. For this reason, I will leave these users in my data set, but include
relevant distinctions between average user behavior and spam-like actions as needed throughout my
analysis, as well as conclusions on how to discern legitimate information from spam when
participating in global conversations on Twitter like #Ebola.

Verified versus Unverified

When looking at the types of accounts that represent the top users and the top influencers,
the biggest difference that affects their legitimacy is their verified status as determined by Twitter.
Twitter verification is “used to establish authenticity of identities of key individuals and brands on
Twitter,” (“FAQ about verified accounts,” 2015). Twitter states that they verify accounts on an
ongoing basis from a variety of fields including music, acting, fashion, government, politics, religion,
journalism, media, sports, and business. You cannot request to be verified, and number of tweets
and number of followers does not factor into a user’s potential verification status (“FAQ about
verified accounts,” 2015). According to an article by a Jane Magazine editor and writer about her
own verification process, a user can increase their likelihood of becoming verified by hiring an agent
to lobby on their behalf, purchasing advertising on Twitter, networking with someone from Twitter,
or working in a field that has a lot of contact or business with Twitter (Stadtmiller, 2013). These
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additional methods of getting the attention of the Twitter verification agents further benefit those
users who have the status, resources to network, or ability to pay if necessary to expedite the
process. While these methods are not necessary to becoming verified, if they are a viable means to
increase a users’ likelihood, then a user with the money and power to access these additional
strategies has a greater chance to becoming verified than an average user going through the process.
All of the accounts on the top influencers list are verified, while all of the accounts on the
top users list are unverified. This indicates that the list of top influencers are all key brands or
figures, rather than individuals who might have collected a large following on their own. This
indicates that in the conversation about Ebola, a group of well-known organizations and figures are
sending out messages that are being spread the furthest among the collected body of tweets
analyzed.
On a message platform like Twitter that was created in the spirit of giving individual users
the power to spread messages, this is an interesting fact to consider that appears contradictory to the
medium. While the power of Twitter lies in its open platform for all to use and communicate, we
can see from this data set that it appears a Twitter user with inherent power due to its organizational
status or prominence in society can more effectively spread their message further than an individual
who does not have the name or prestige associated with them to help the “spread-ability” of their
message on their own. These users must resort to other techniques to spread their message further.
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Types of Twitter Users

In looking at the types of accounts present among the top influencers in the figure below,
there are well known news outlets, nonprofit and health organizations, government agencies, and
politicians. When you look at the top users, you see a much larger presence of traditional and
alternative news media accounts, news aggregate accounts that curate links from around the web,
and individual journalists also disseminating news articles. Table 3 shows the different types of
accounts that make up the top users and top influencers.

Table 3
Types of Accounts among Top Users and Top Influencers by Percentage

Top Users
News Outlet
Journalist
Individual’s Personal
Account
Health Website
News Aggregate Account
Created by Individual
News Aggregate Account
Created by Business
Account Deleted

50%
20%

10%

Top Influencers
News Outlet
Nonprofit
Organization
Government Agency

10%
10%

Health Organization
Politician

10%
10%

40%
10%

10%
10%

10%
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The heavier presence of news-related accounts among top users versus top influencers—80
percent versus 50 percent— indicates that the top users are mirroring the types of content that the
mainstream media was focusing on during the collection period in order make their messages appear
more legitimate and get their audience to spread them more widely. By focusing on current events
related to the topic of Ebola, such as the patient in Boston who was suspected of Ebola, or Obama’s
December 2 ,2014 speech, the top users are increasing the likelihood of their content to be found by
users following these news items, and in turn, get them shared and spread to a larger audience.
Posting updates about current news and trending topics related to Ebola is one way that top
users try to leverage their power on Twitter to adapt to the hierarchies present within this
communication platform. Users respond to familiar communication packages—tweets that contain
links or retweets from well-known news sources, tagging prominent figures within the tweets, or
using hashtags to include their tweets in the larger conversation about a topic. These various tactics
enable user with a smaller follower base to receive more attention and spread their messages across
Twitter and beyond, thus helping them achieve their main communication goals.

Content Analysis of Top User and Top Influencer Tweets

Top Words

By examining the content of the tweets for our top users and top influencers, we can look at
the frequency of the top words that are used among these groups. The top words are a group of
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words used most frequently throughout our entire corpus of tweets, as calculated by Tweet
Archivist. The word cloud in Figure 6 generates a visual overview of the most common topics that
were being discussed associated with #Ebola on Twitter during the 24-hour period from December
2, 2014 to December 3, 2014.

Figure 6
Word Cloud of Top Words among Collected #Ebola Tweets from December 2-3, 2014

The number of times each of the top ten words appeared within these separate bodies of
tweets was calculated using an array formula in Microsoft Excel in order to examine what topics
were being discussed more closely. The first ten words of the top 25 list calculated by Tweet
Archivist were used for this analysis. One instance of a transition word (Via) was deleted and the
two spellings of the same word (Ebola and Ébola) were combined for clarity. Tables 4 and 5 detail
the results of this analysis.
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These tables reveal that Ebola, Obama, and Fight are the top three most frequently used
words among the list of top words for both groups. President Obama’s speech on December 2,
2014 about fighting Ebola and funding a cure for this disease provides a logical reason for the
presence of these top three words among both groups.

Tables 4 and 5
Top Ten Words Present in Top Users and Top Influencers
Frequency of Top 10 Words
Among #Ebola Tweets in Top
Users
Top Words
Number of
Times Word
Appears in
Tweets
Ebola
1241
Obama
70
Fight
54
West
35
Patient
30
Sierra
26
Against
21
Africa
8
Virus
2

Frequency of Top 10 Words
Among #Ebola Tweets in Top
Influencers
Top Words
Number of
Times Word
Appears in
Tweets
Ebola
21
Obama
6
Fight
6
Against
2
West
0
Patient
0
Sierra
0
Africa
0
Virus
0

All but one of the top ten words are present in the body of tweets from the top users. The
presence of the words “Patient,” “Virus,” and “Africa,” suggest that tweets include topics such as
the impact of Ebola around the globe, stories about patients who are impacted by Ebola, and a more
global perspective in general than the tweets from the top influencers, whose top words appear
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more focused on United States-centric issues such as Obama’s speech and fighting back against the
virus. With a larger percentage of top users coming from countries outside of the United States—60
percent, in fact—this expanded global perspective and focus on events outside of the United States
is logical for this group.

URL Content Analysis

For the first layer of analysis, it is interesting to look at what top URLs appear among the
top users and top influencers. From the body of 1,079 tweets by the top users, there were a total of
774 links shared. Of these 774 links, 24 percent were top URLs. For the 20 tweets collected from
the top influencers, there were a total of 12 links shared. Thirty-eight percent of those links were top
URLs. The chart below lists what the top URLs are and how many times they were tweeted by each
group. Top URLs are determined by Tweet Archivist based on the number of times they were
tweeted out during the time period tracked. Table 6 shows which Top URLs were tweeted by the
top users and top influencers, as well as information on what types of websites the URLs lead to and
what content is on the websites. URLs among the top 25 that were not tweeted by the top users or
influencers were not included.
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Table 6
List of Top URLs Tweeted by Top Users and Top Influencers

Top 25 URLs present in Top Users and Top Influencers
What type of
URL
Where does the
Number Number of
website is it?
URL lead to?
of Times Times
Tweeted Tweeted
by Top
by Top
User
Influencer
Independent
http://healthyworld24. A webpage with
108
0
Health Website
com/dis/iap/mersMERS-Cov facts and
cov/
information
Independent
http://healthyworld24. A webpage with Ebola 108
0
Health Website
com/dis/iap/ebolafacts and information
hemorrhagic-fever/
Independent
http://healthyworld24. A webpage with ALS 108
0
Health Website
com/dis/neu/als/
facts and information
Mainstream
http://www.dawn.com Opinion article on the 62
0
Pakistan News
/news/1148501/letsnews using Ebola for
Website
not-use-ebola-forsensationalism
sensationalism
Canadian
http://www.bbc.com/ News Article on
3
1
Subpage of
news/world-usObama’s December 2
Mainstream BBC canadaspeech urging
Global News
30302726?ocid=socialf congress to increase
Page
low_twitter
Ebola Aid Funding
Independent
http://www.breaking9 News article about
3
0
News Webpage
11.com/breakingpossible Ebola case in
Based in U.S.A.
suspected-ebolaBoston
patient-atmassachusetts-generalhospital-more/
Mainstream
http://rt.com/usa/210 News Article on
2
0
Russian News
907-obama-ebola-6Obama’s speech about
Website
billion-congress/
Ebola Funding from
Russian Alternative
News Source
Advocacy and
http://www.weareafric Homepage for a
2
0
Awareness
aunited.org
nonprofit supporting
Group Website
Africa and Ebola
funding
(Continued on following page)
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Table 6. Cont.
What type of
website is it?
White House
Blog

White House
Main Website
International
Monetary Fund
Website
World Economic
Forum Website

Africa Subpage
of BBC Global
Mainstream
News Website
U.S. Department
of Health and
Human Services
White House
Main Website
YouTube
Account for
Africa United
Nonprofit
Group

URL

Where does the
URL lead to?

http://www.whitehous
e.gov/blog/2014/12/0
2/test-our-characternation-presidentobama-what-we-needfight-against-ebola
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The greater percentage of top URLs shared by the top influencers reinforces the idea that
the links shared by the influencers have a greater power to be spread further due to their larger
number of followers. Additionally, seven of the top URLs are created by top influencers, as
compared only one URL created by a top user.
The top influencers who have a top URL attributed to them—the White House, the BBC,
the World Economic Forum, and the World Health Organization—are all stakeholders in the Ebola
conversation. The White House plays many roles in the Ebola conversation, including: providing
funding for a vaccine, leading a coordinating international response and helping to create global
health infrastructures for future outbreaks, as well as providing resources and treatment centers
domestically, too(“Administration’s Response to Ebola,” 2015). The White House helps provide an
official, authoritative voice to represent the United States’ role in the conversation, and has a major
investment in the outcome of the conversation. The desire to control and influence the discussion is
high from this top influencer.
The World Economic Forum and the World Health Organization also have strong
connections to the Ebola conversation. The World Health Organization (WHO), an arm of the
United Nations, is often either blamed or praised for their response to a world health situation. In
the case of Ebola, they have been criticized for not responding fast enough to control the outbreak.
According to an article by the Washington Post about how Ebola spread, budget cuts and layoffs led
to a nearly four and a half month delay by WHO before declaring a global emergency after the
epidemic began (Sun et al, 2014). The WHO’s response to these criticisms is that, while the criticism
may be justified, an epidemic of this nature had never been seen before (Sun et al, 2014). This
response from WHO adds to the understanding that being a vital part of the conversation about
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Ebola would be a priority for this organization. Struggling to keep up with the reality of the
epidemic and the perception that they aren’t doing enough, the WHO’s presence as a top influencer
and creator of a top URL is understandable, as they would want to help control the conversation
about Ebola.
The World Economic Forum (WEF) describes itself as an “International institution
committed to improving the state of the world through public-private cooperation and engaging
political, business, academic and other leaders of society in collaborative efforts to shape global,
regional and industry agendas,”(“About Us,” 2014). The WEF has a vested interest in the outcome
of Ebola, as epidemics affect the economies of the communities they strike. Over 90 articles about
Ebola impact exist on the WEF website, include such economic-related topics as “How to help
farmers prevent Hunger in Ebola-hit communities;” “Estimating the economic cost of Ebola;” and
“Why we need to reopen schools in Ebola-hit countries.” These articles emphasize the mission and
focus of the WEF to improve the state of the world through political, economic and business
sectors. Because of the impact Ebola had on these areas, the WEF has a significant presence in this
conversation and was able to make their voice heard as a top influencer and get their content into
the list of top URLs. This factor allowed their links to be widespread across our body of tweets
collected during the December 2- 3, 2014 time period and become elevated to top URL status.
Finally, the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC), is a public-serviced based broadcaster
from the United Kingdom that strives to be independent, impartial, honest, and has a strong focus
on international issues (“Inside the BBC,” 2015). Their mission to “bring the UK to the world and
the world to the UK” (“Inside the BBC,” 2015) helps inform the reason they are one of the top
influencers and top URL creators in the Ebola conversation. Furthermore, the BBC curates seven
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subpages of their main website that provide regional content, including BBC Africa and BBC US &
Canada, both of which provided specific Ebola-related content relevant to the news occurring
during the collection period from December 2, 2014-December 3, 2014. Their ability to provide a
broad global perspective makes then a valuable player in the Ebola conversation.
The one top user who created a top URL is healthyworld24.com, an independent health
information website that lists Ebola facts, among many other diseases and types of health advice.
The links to their page on Ebola facts, ALS facts, and MERS-COV were tweeted repeatedly by their
own twitter account, @healthyworld24, and once by an additional top user. It is the repeated
tweeting from the website’s own Twitter account, however, that has propelled this link into top
URL status. While tweeting a link several times is a valid method to gain additional attention to your
message, the behavior of @healthyworld24 classifies them as spam within my working definition. Its
tweets contain additional links that are unrelated to Ebola and they consistent linking back to their
own website, where the user is likely trying to driving audience members in order to increase web
traffic and drive advertising sales. This account appears to be another example of a user taking
advantage of the Ebola outbreak to bring attention to themselves and potentially increase the
advertising revenue to their web presence. In this instance, @healthworld24 appears to be
connected to an alternative health website that already existed, and is using the conversation about
Ebola to bring more of an audience to their website by providing health information about Ebola as
an access point to the rest of their website content.
This difference in a link being widespread due to sharing from a large number of followers
versus a link being sent out multiple times by a single account is an important distinction to make
when considering how Twitter is used by these two groups, especially when this technique has the
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potential to be abused by spam users and spam bots. Examining what the purpose of the tweet is
will add a further dimension to the differences between how these two groups use Twitter.

Content and Type of URL

Top users and top influencers appear to be spreading links in different manners due to their
position in the Ebola conversation. Top users need to repeatedly post their links multiple times
throughout the day to gain more attention, or to achieve their unethical goals of increasing website
traffic or advertising revenue, whereas top influencers are stakeholders in the conversation and
already have a lot of national and international eyes on each update they post, and have a credible
reputation that does not allow them to engage in spam-like behaviors or potentially unethical
strategies. Examining what kinds of links they are sharing reveals what types of information each
group values as worthy of sharing and discussing, or what their ulterior motives for sharing and
updating are during this time period about Ebola
The two pie charts in Figures 7 and 8 show a breakdown of how each group’s tweets can be
categorized into topics that correspond to the types of webpages linked to in their tweets. Topic
groups were created by following each URL within the tweets of each group and assessing the
subject matter of the webpage or article. What emerged were the following ten categories to describe
what the topic of each website was. Those topics were: Obama’s speech on Ebola funding, the
Ebola response by countries or communities, a nonprofit or donation page, the Boston Ebola
patient, Ebola facts, Ebola funding for a vaccine or cure, Ebola’s impact on communities or
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individuals, opinions or criticism of Ebola, individuals’ experiences with Ebola, and deleted links.
The pie charts in Figures 7 and 8 show what types of URLs were present in each group.

Categories of URLs for Top Influencers

Obama's Speech on Ebola Funding

33%

34%

NonProfit Page/Donation Site
Ebola Facts/Info

17%

Ebola Funding for a Vaccine or Cure

8%
8%

Individual's Experiences with Ebola

Figure 7
Categories of URLs for Top Influencers

Top influencers link the most to articles about Obama’s December 2, 2014 speech on the
United States’ Ebola response (34%), and articles that describe Ebola workers or patient experiences
(33%). These two main categories of links are timely given when these tweets were collected. On
December 2, 2014 President Obama gave a speech that addressed the status of the Ebola response
in the United Stated and the need for more funding to find a cure. The emphasis on this speech
among the links shows that the hashtag #Ebola was still being used to discuss current events related
to the outbreak, even as epidemic slowed. An event like a presidential speech created a flurry of
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social media activity that ignited new areas of conversation in the discussion of Ebola. For example,
17 percent of the links were about finding funding for a cure for Ebola. The spread of these links
across Twitter is likely related to President Obama’s speech and request for funding from Congress.
Furthermore, the focus on the experiences of those individuals who worked with Ebola and
who survived Ebola show how the conversation about Ebola shifted in the two months since the
initial outbreak. The conversations on Twitter in the early days of the Ebola outbreak focused on
updates about where the disease had spread, how to identify it and avoid it, and the number of
people who had caught the disease; however, in the two months since the first reported case in the
United States, the types of information being shared appear to have changed. Since the majority of
the top influencers are from the United States, it follows that the data shows their communication
interests mostly lay within US news stories and information. As the number of reported cases of
Ebola dwindled, or became controlled, the focus of the Ebola conversation turned to hearing the
stories of those who had survived and to looking for a cure. The messages being sent out were less
panicked and did not have the up-to-the-minute urgency like the early days of this crisis situation.
Rather, communication about Ebola became more interpretive, critical, and analytical as the U.S.
gained some distance from the situation.
The pie chart in Figure 8 shows the URLs used by the group of top users. The top users’
two most tweeted types of links, outside of deleted content, are Ebola Facts and Info, at 18 percent,
and Opinions and Criticism of Ebola, at 10 percent. While the top influencers are tweeting most
with links that are timely and in response to current events and the evolving situation of Ebola, our
top users are sharing links with facts about Ebola, or discussing their opinions about Ebola. This
creates two types of content creators among our top users. The first is for those who are sharing
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basic facts about Ebola, health information and updates, or things that are easy to join into the
conversation with. Sharing facts about Ebola is a type of content that you would associate with the
beginning of the spread of a disease when there are lots of questions and information needs to be
disseminated to dispel misconceptions quickly. The heavy focus on spreading information and facts
about Ebola indicates that perhaps our top users are still responding to the Ebola situation in the
same way they did with the initial outbreak. This makes an easy access point for users who have
create accounts specifically for the Ebola conversation, such as users like @Ebolafiles,
@Ebolasafety, and @Ebolaphone, to have a ready source of content to tweet.

Categories of URLs for Top users
5%

7%

4%
3%

37%

Nonprofit/Donation Page
Boston Ebola Patient

18%

7%

Obama's Speech on Ebola
Funding
Ebola response

10%

5%

4%

Ebola Facts/Info

Ebola funding for a Vaccine or
Cure
Ebola Impact
Opinions/Criticism of Ebola

Figure 8
Categories of URLs for Top Users

49
For our spam users @Ebolafiles and @Ebolasafety who are tweeting any content that
relates to #Ebola, the large presence of Ebola facts and information makes sense, since this
information is at the most basic level and easily available and traceable using the hashtag #Ebola.
This type of content also provides easy fodder for other users wishing to gain a larger audience, such
as @Healthyworld24, a user with an already-existing health website who started posting and
tweeting Ebola facts during the epidemic in order to lure users to their website to increase traffic
and advertising revenue. In the case of this body of data, it appears that basic Ebola information
which is not related to a specific event or current news topic is more likely to be tweeted by one of
the spam users or spam bots. This type of information is useful to some users involved in the Ebola
conversation. However, by December, most individuals who have followed along from the
beginning are likely interested in a more nuanced level of discussion and interpretation of the issue,
rather than basic facts and information about the disease. Users should be aware that individuals
posting this kind of basic, surface-level information might not be the most credible of sources.
The second type of top user is providing some of that deeper analysis in the form of
criticism and opinion-related URLs. The presence of this type of link among the top users—ten
percent of the time— and no presence among the top influencers indicates that this type of
conversation is not happening among the stake holders in the Ebola conversation. Rather, those
who have an opinion about the response to the epidemic or a theory about how Ebola was spread
are tweeting from a different position in the conversation. They are not stakeholders, but average
users or alternative news sources with a smaller audience. This position gives them the power to
share their opinion without the repercussion that top influencer such as the White House or the
WHO might incur.
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By attaching the hashtag #Ebola to the tweets of the top users, the links they choose will get
spread to the individuals who are following the Ebola conversation, thus guaranteeing their growth
to a larger audience. Adding the Ebola hashtag to their tweets is one of the strategies top users make
use of to compete with the top influencers who inherently have a larger audience on Twitter.
Looking at additional strategies top users and top influencers employ on Twitter to effectively
communicate will demonstrate the differences between how these two groups utilize this
communication platform.

Leveraging Structural Features on Twitter for Power

By examining the presence of certain structural features, it is evident how these two groups
make use of the resources at their disposal in different ways to leverage the power of Twitter in
order to communicate more effectively.
Tweets from each group were organized by their structural features such as retweets (RT),
tagging and replies (@), tweets that contain URLs or images, and tweets with additional hashtags
other than #Ebola. This categorization is ideal because it allows an analysis that combines the
content of the messages with the structural features of the tweets to determine usage patterns for the
hashtagged exchanges (Jones, 2014). Tables 7 and 8 show the number of tweets that contain each
structural feature, along with percentages that show which feature is most commonly used among
each group.
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Tables 7 and 8
Structural Features Present in Tweets of Top Users and Top Influencers

Structural Features Present in tweets
of Top Users
Type of
Number Percentage
feature
of
of all
Tweets
Tweets
URL
774
72%
User
538
50%
Mentions
Multiple
480
44%
Hashtags
Images
321
30%
Retweets
289
27%
First
28
2.6%
Person/”I”

Structural Features Present in tweets
of Top Influencers
Type of
Number Percentage
feature
of
of all
Tweets
Tweets
Images
12
60%
URL
12
60%
User
9
45%
Mentions
Multiple
8
40%
Hashtags
Retweets
5
25%
First
0
0%
Person/”I”

URL Usage

You can see that among the top users URLs are used more frequently than among the top
influencers, a fact that can probably be attributed to the nature of the top users versus the top
influencers. The top users are doing a lot of sharing and re-tweeting of links from other sources,
whereas the top influencers, while still tweeting links 60 percent of the time, have a bigger platform
for tweets with original, unlinked content. As the White House, for example, you can tweet a
statement with no link to support you and people are likely to still share and spread your message.
As an average user, if you tweet a personal thought or an opinion, it is not going to get much reach
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without a credible link attached to it. The use of links in the majority of their tweets is one way the
top users try to compete with the prestige and power that top influencers have on Twitter.

User Mentions

The top users also have a greater percentage of user mentions than the top influencers. User
mentions are the second most frequently used structural feature for top users. Using this structural
feature makes sense when viewed as a strategy to gain more power and attention. For the average
user who is trying to elevate their status on Twitter in order to gain a larger audience for their
message, reaching out to other users who have a higher status than them in an attempt to get them
to share, favorite, or respond to their tweets is one way to spread their message further and gain
more followers. For the top influencers, user mentions appear in the data set 45 percent of the
time—but they are used more as an attributive source than in a manner of calling out or
conversation like the top users do.
The two screen captures in Figures 9 and 10 show this difference how user mentions are
strategically used. You can see in the tweet from UNICEF, a top influencer, that they mention the
user @UNICEFSL and @bbcworldservice as a part of the tweet’s text, attributing their sources and
referring to key players involved. On the right, @apo_source, an average top user, mentions The
Guardian, a Pulitzer Prize winning newspaper from England, at the beginning of their tweet,
followed by the hashtag #Ebola, a colon, and then the main body of the tweet. This syntactic
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structure reveals the intention of the user mention—its place in the forefront of the tweet before the
body enables it to work as a call-out to the Guardian, a well-known and credible news source that
would provide this top user with greater reach for their tweet. Calling out to a source like the
Guardian, a Twitter user with over 3.3 million followers and an audience base that would be
interested in timely, relevant Ebola information, is a legitimate strategy for effectively increasing the
audience base of your Twitter message.

Figures 9 & 10
Tweet from a Top Influencer and a Top User to Show How User Mentions are Used Differently

The use of user mentions as a call out feature can cross the line into behavior defined as
spam that was discussed earlier if users abuse this technique by excessively or randomly tagging
users to every tweet, such as in the case of our spam bot users @Healthworld24 and @hotnews10.
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While user mentions can be an effective way to call attention to your content by connecting with
another individual, abusing this strategy can call the legitimacy and ethical nature of an account into
question and reverse any positive attention this strategy may have provided.

Multiple Hashtags

Top users also use multiple hashtags more frequently than top influencers for a similar
purpose as user mentions—to increase the breadth of their audience base. Looking at what related
hashtags appear the most among these two groups will provide a richer body of data when
combined with the single #Ebola hashtag, since most users on Twitter use multiple hashtags to
allow for sharing across communities and access to a larger audience (Jones, 2014). Jones (2014) calls
this type of multiple hashtag use “switching” (100), and is a pivotal part of these analyzed twitter
conversations. For the top users, using multiple hashtags is a way to switch across these
communities with the purpose of increasing their audience base and spreading their message further.
Hashtag switching is a means to level the playing field for them when other users on Twitter already
have millions of users tracking their every tweet without needing to switch into other communities.
The top influencers make use of multiple hashtags, too. However, this group appears to use multiple
hashtags in a different manner. The two sample tweets below from the data set illustrate this
difference well.
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Table 9
Sample Tweets Showing Multiple Hashtag Use in Top Users and Top Influencers
Top User Tweet
Top Influencer
Tweet

@ebolatrends: #NorthKorea says #Ebola is a U.S. bioweapons
conspiracy. Seems legit. #KimJong-Un #SouthKorea #Ebolavirus
http://t.co/z1GHMYQGkf
@BBCWorld: RT @BBCOS: Hear the anguish of medic student Sara in
#SierraLeone talking about #Ebola "so many doctors have died"
http://t.co/dZTXoLKyxP

In these two tweets you can see a tweet from a top user that is primarily using multiple
hashtags as an add-on to the tweet. While there are two hashtags within the body of the tweet, there
are three hashtags as add-ons after the main text of the tweet. These hashtags work primarily as tags
for the conversation to give it the further reach they are looking for. People who are searching on
Twitter with the hashtag #SouthKorea will come across this tweet as well as those who are looking
for #Ebola news. In contrast, the tweet from the top influencer uses multiple hashtags only as an
incorporated part of the sentence structure of the tweet.
This syntactic difference of how this structural feature is used implies that top influencers
are aware of the power that hashtags have to connect their message to different audiences, but are
doing it in a more sophisticated and seamless way by incorporating them into the body of their tweet
rather tagged onto the end. While not all top users use multiple hashtags as an afterthought, and not
all top influencers incorporate their hashtags so well, the table below shows that top users have a
greater likelihood to use one of the top ten hashtags from the data collection period, whereas the
top influencers are less likely to do so. This is a further indication that top users are more aware of
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the power of multiple hashtags, especially trending hashtags, to further the reach of their message
than the top influencers, who are using hashtags more sparingly and for different reasons. Multiple
hashtags are another resource for top users to spread their messages to a larger audience that they
might initially lack.
Table 10 shows the top ten hashtags found among the tweets collected on December 2,
2014 to December 3, 2014 as calculated by Tweet Archivist. The hashtag #Ebola was removed from
this data set because all tweets collected contained this hashtag. The tweets from both the top users
and top influencers were analyzed to see which of the top hashtags were included as additional
hashtags. As previously recorded, 44 percent of tweets from the top users contained multiple
hashtags, while 40 percent of top influencers’ tweets used multiple hashtags. Both groups use
multiple hashtags at approximately the same frequency, but as discussed, they are making use of this
strategy in different ways and for different purposes.
Table 10 divides top users into average users and spam users to take a look at the multiple
hashtags used by average users participating in the Ebola conversation as compared to the users
abusing the strategies of Twitter for profit or personal gain. Observing the differences or similarities
in their choice of hashtags to reach out to multiple communities will provide useful insight into the
strategies employed on Twitter in the Ebola conversation.
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Table 10
Top Hashtags Present in Average Top Users, Spam Top Users, and Top Influencers
Top Hashtags
Used
Africa
We’ve Got
Your Back
Health
Workers
Sierra Leone
Obama
Giving
Tuesday
Quarantine
Ebola
Response
Liberia
NIH

Number
Found in
Average
Top Users
29
15

Number
Found in
Spam Top
Users
12
0

Number
Found in Top
Influencers
0
1

12

2

0

7
6
1

4
5
15

1
0
0

1
0

184
2

0
0

0
0

2
2

1
0

Table 10 shows significantly more top hashtags are found among the top users than the top
influencers. For the average top user, six out of ten of the top hashtags were found among the body
of their tweets. All but one of the hashtags is used by the spam top users.
This data can be understood in several ways. First, top users engaging in spam-like behavior
will want to latch on to popular hashtags to join the conversations that will get their tweets the most
attention, the largest audience, and, eventually, the most profit through advertising and website
visits. The presence of nine out of ten of the top hashtags used during the December 2 to December
3, 2014 collection period indicates that the top spam users paid attention to the popular trending
items and were utilizing this strategy to get their messages across. Second, a key strategy of the spam
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users is to retweet other users discussing Ebola in order to create content for their own accounts.
Because of this retweeting, they are helping to spread and reflect the popularity of trending topics
and hashtags that average users are making use of in their own tweets.
Furthermore, another strategy that spam users employ is to repeatedly tweet a message to
gain a larger audience. This excess of tweeting can also help elevate a hashtag’s popularity. For this
reason, some of the hashtags used by top spam users reflect hashtag use from average users, such as
in the case of the #Obama hashtag or the #Africa hashtag, and in other cases it exaggerates their
popularity, as may be the case with the #Quarantine hashtag. Many of these hashtags are connected
with current events around the data collection time period. For example, quarantine is the number
one additional hashtag used by the top spam users, and one of the news stories that was tweeted
often by this group that was in the news during December 2-3, 2014 was the story of NBC’s Dr.
Nancy Snyderman apology for violating her Ebola quarantine (Bauder, 2014). This hashtag likely
was vaulted into popularity among this data set due to the excessive tweeting by spam user
@hot10news, who tweeted the link to this news story 190 times within the 24-hour time period.
Giving Tuesday was the third most used additional hashtag for top spam users, and for a
good reason. December 2, 2014 was Giving Tuesday, an international day of giving where more than
27,000 partners in 68 countries celebrate generosity and encourage giving back (MacLaughlin, 2015).
Many tweets from this day leveraged the power of Giving Tuesday by using the hashtag
#GivingTuesday to encourage donations to support Ebola research in finding a cure, and to help
communities that had been impacted by Ebola. The users I have indicated to be spam users most
often use the strategy of retweeting and sharing tweets from other Twitter users who are sharing
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legitimate sources about Ebola. These users are making use of the Giving Tuesday hashtag, and thus
this appears heavily among the spam user data.
The Giving Tuesday hashtag appears once among the average top users, and not at all
among top influencers. Looking back at Figure 10, four percent of the URLs shared by top users
were related to nonprofit organizations or donation pages. Adding in the use of the hashtag
#GivingTuesday helps these links reach a larger audience for their cause. In contrast, top influencers
had eight percent of the URLs they shared comprised of nonprofit pages or donation requests—a
larger percentage than the top users—and yet there were no instances of the Giving Tuesday
hashtag. This emphasizes again the idea that the top influencers do not need the additional attention
that the Giving Tuesday hashtag would have provided them to solicit for donations for Ebola
research. Their existing base of followers was powerful enough without leveraging multiple hashtags
for this use.
Finally, you can see that top users—average and spam alike—used the hashtag #Obama
with almost equal frequency, most often in reference to President Obama’s December 2, 2014
speech that requested additional funding for Ebola research (White House, 2014). This is a URL
topic that was tweeted more by top influencers, who include the White House, than top users (35
percent to 5 percent). However, it is the top users who are using the hashtag #Obama in connection
with this URL and the tweets about this speech, not the top influencers. This is another example of
the top influencers not needing the additional switching to the community that would be following
the Obama hashtag to get their message read. The top users add the hashtag #Obama to increase
their followers and readership; the top influencers have that power inherently.
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Categorizing Tweets to Show Purpose

After looking at how the structural features of Twitter have been leveraged by each group to
increase or emphasize their power positions on this communication platform, an analysis of how
these features combine can reveal information about the intent and purpose behind the tweets of
each group. These structural features can be classified into five categories that describe the types of
communications that top users and top influencers are having on Twitter.

Table 11
Table of 5 Categories of Tweets by Structural Features, According to Jones (2013)

Category

Function

Structural Feature on Twitter

Sharing

Shares a resource like a link

RT, Retweet, VIA, URL, image

Address

Calls out to another individual or
group

@ and user name

Commentary

Comments on an event, link, or
tweet from another user

Additional hashtags(#), @ and user
name, URL

Request

Asks a question or makes request

RT, Retweet, @ and user name, URL

Status Update

Provides information or updates on
personal events, actions, feelings.

Use of “I”, additional hashtags(#)
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The four categories used to code the tweets were first described by Jones (2014) in his study
on hashtag switching used in Twitter conversations about the 2009 healthcare reform debate. These
five categories are sharing, address, commentary, request, and status update. These four categories
are described in association with the common Twitter structural features associated with them in
Table 11.

Tweeting to Share

Sharing information to their networks and beyond is a motivation of both groups. With the
criteria of having a URL, image, or retweet included in the tweet, most of the tweets from both
groups are included in these category. In fact, 95 percent of the tweets of the top influencers have
the motivation of sharing, and 99 percent of the top users are included in this group as well.

Tweeting to Address

This category has only one criterion for it, according to Jones’ 2014 study: having a user
mention (@ plus the user name). The data shows that 45 percent of top influencers’ tweets have
user mentions, while 50 percent of top users’ tweets contain this structural feature. We’ve already
discussed how these two groups use this feature in slightly different ways, and how abuse of this
strategy for unethical intentions or in excess can be described as spamming. While the top users may
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include user mentions more often, they are using this feature to gain the attention of anyone who
they believe may increase the audience or reach of their message. They are “calling out” to another
individual or group to get their attention. The top influencers are “calling out” to the individuals or
groups that they are referencing within their tweets, or to whom they need to attribute a source—
usually other stakeholders in the conversation. These are two slightly different forms of address. I
would then re-define this category into two: attributive address and call-out address. The first is
found within the body of a tweet, the second is tacked on to the beginning or the end in an effort to
add attention to a tweet.

Tweeting to Update

This category is defined by the use of the first person “I,” and provides information or
opinions on personal events, actions, or feelings. Given the nature of the accounts that make up the
top influencers, it does not come as a surprise that there are no tweets that are categorized as status
update in our corpus of data. Among the tweets from the top users, there are 13 tweets that use the
personal “I”. While this is not a great percentage of the total number of tweets from this group—
just 1 percent—the presence of this type of tweet at all indicates a difference in the type of
communication between these groups. While the top influencers are mostly organizations and
stakeholders in the Ebola conversation, they are not providing personal updates, thoughts, or
feelings. Among the top users, there is more leeway to present opinions, criticisms and personal
thoughts about Ebola.
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Tweeting to Comment or Request

The last two categories, commentary and request, are found almost equally among the two
groups. Eighty percent of top influencer tweets have the criteria to be classified as commentary,
while 77 percent of top user tweets can be considered commentary. This high percentage of
commentary tweets appearing equally among both groups makes sense when you consider that the
time period observed was two months after the initial outbreak of Ebola in the United States. This
was during a time when most of the discussion about Ebola that was occurring was commentary and
debate on what to do next: Giving Tuesday posts on helping impacted communities; Obama’s
speech urging congress for more funding; articles about victims and survivors, etc. These links and
topics provide ample space for the commentary that both groups were tweeting about in the time
frame observed.
The request category, defined as asking a question or making a request, is found among 80
percent of the top influencers and 82 percent of top users. Since the criteria for a request is listed by
Jones (2014) as including retweets, links and user mentions, the high percentage of request-based
tweets among both groups is tied to their frequency of including user mentions –50 and 60 percent
respectively for top users and top influencers—and the predominant place that URLs have among
both groups of tweets, 72 and 60 percent. The type of “request” that each group appears to be
making is tied more closely with their goals. The top users are requesting that the individuals they
are mentioning, or calling out to, help them by retweeting and sharing their tweets to increase the
audience for their message. The top influencers are requesting that their audience members read
their links, share the information, and be informed. I would then divide this category into two as
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well: call to action request and inherent request. The call to action request is when the tweet has
language that instructs—please retweet this, spread the word, share, give now—and calls out an
individual or group. The inherent request is when the tweet itself does not say what it wants you to
do, but moves you take action anyway—you click the link, read the article, become informed, spread
the word on your own, etc. The first request appears to be more frequently used by the top users,
because they need to state specifically what they want their more limited audience to do for them.
The second type of request appears to be used more often by the top influencers because their
audience knows to take action without being told.

CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSIONS

This study began as a quest to observe how hashtags were used in a specific communication
situation on Twitter—the Ebola crisis in West Africa and the isolated cases in the United States. By
examining data from the hashtag #Ebola conversation during the time frame of December 2, 2014
to December 3, 2014, I uncovered a system of hierarchy on Twitter that enables users to make use
of structural features like hashtags, user mentions, and URLs to leverage the power needed to
communicate their messages to larger audiences than they would otherwise be able to reach.
Twitter is a platform that mirrors society— the larger a stakeholder you are a conversation—
due to power, prestige, or money—the louder you can speak and the more people will hear you.
What makes Twitter different, then, is the ability it gives to average users to find a niche within this
mirror of society to be able to communicate effectively and spread a message to a larger audience
despite the challenge of not being a stakeholder in a conversation. The power of social media is in
the ways it empowers its users. By utilizing the strategies and structural features of Twitter to their
full extent, an average user can help find an audience of their own within the ecosystem of Twitter.
This same power can also be harnessed by users in abusive and deceptive ways that allow them to
profit off of the audiences they gain when joining in to a global conversation or trending topic like
#Ebola. The strategies used to gain leverage on Twitter can be used effectively and ethically, but
they can also be abused and used for personal profit. This analysis has discussed these strategies in
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both lights in order to examine how an average user can responsibly use the structural features of
Twitter to communicate more effectively without crossing into the realm of spam or abuse.
In my study, I observed that there are two groups on Twitter, top users, who have the most
tweets, and top influencers, who have the most followers. These two groups use Twitter in different
ways. Top users make use of structural features on Twitter to increase the reach of messages that
otherwise would have a very limited audience. By using user mentions to call out to Twitter users
with a larger audience, they attempt to gain a larger readership. The success of this method is
variable depending on the network of the user, the content they are tweeting, and the frequency of
their attempts. Contacting someone via user mention too many times borders on spam, but a wellplaced user mention to an individual who would be interested in what you are tweeting can help
increase the reach of your tweet. Additionally, using hashtags besides #Ebola allows them to
“switch” into other communities, providing a larger network to spread their message and gain new
followers, and provides them a chance to latch on to a trending topic or conversation that gives their
messages a broader reach. Finally, using URLs related to a current event or from a credible news
source provides a top user with support for their ideas and commentary that will allow other users to
view their tweets as worth sharing. Together, top users utilize these strategies to create content that
is focused on opinion, commentary, and Ebola facts and information. The intent behind the top
users’ tweets seems to be to share content, provide commentary, and gain larger audiences for their
accounts and websites.
Top influencers have an easier time on Twitter. They are stakeholders in the Ebola
conversation and have a vested interested in what is being said, who is saying it, and who controls
the conversation. Their name recognition and large base of built-in followers allows them to spread
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messages easily without strategically using user mentions to call out, multiple hashtags as add-ons, or
URLs strictly for credible support. While top influencers do make use of these structural features of
Twitter, they do so in different ways and at different frequencies. Top influencers do not need to
leverage the power of these features to gain more reach or more followers. Their messages do not
need to be spread to additional communities by their own accord—their readers will do that for
them. User mentions are used as an attributive source rather than an attention-getting ploy.
Additional hashtags are used for their original purpose of tagging and creating trending topics, rather
than to increase traffic to their own messages.
While Twitter operates as a mirror to society in the power hierarchies that exist for
stakeholders and average users, it is unique in that there are specific strategies through the use of the
structural features of user mentions as call outs, multiple hashtags for community switching, and
URLs as opinion support that other users can employ to leverage some of that power back and
spread their messages more effectively. I have explored some of these strategies through my
observations in the case study of the hashtag #Ebola from December 2, 2014 to December 3, 2014.
I hope that this study can be used by communicators who are looking to communicate
effectively in crisis situations like the Ebola outbreak, or in other times when sending out a message
to a large audience is necessary. The strategies here that employ the basic structural features of
Twitter can be learned and adopted by individuals or organizations to help negate the power
hierarchies on Twitter, avoid crossing into the territory of spam-like behaviors, and ultimately make
communication more effective. Finally, I hope this discussion serves as a means to complicate our
understanding of spam on social media, and serves as a foundation for continued academic research
in the areas of spam user behavior on Twitter.
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